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Abstract 

The aim of our study was to explore the perceptions of elementary teachers who routinely prioritized physical activity in their classrooms. 
Researchers are reporting improved student academic test results following physical activity sessions, however, classroom teachers are 
challenged in balancing curricular and other expectations. Hence, teachers who voluntarily implement physical activity have views that are 
unique and important for promoting the practice to others. We interviewed seven teachers from grades 1-6, using the qualitative 
constructivist approach to grounded theory qualitative research. Teachers valued physical activity because it enhanced their students' 
focus on classroom activities. Common attributes amongst the teachers were active lifestyles, previous employment experiences using 
physical activity, and a pedagogical approach prioritizing physical activity throughout the day. Additionally, the teachers perceived that 
belonging to schools with a culture of movement was important. Teachers view physical activity as a teaching asset when they perceive a 
positive impact on their students' ability to focus. Specific teacher attributes and a school environment that embraces physical activity may 
predispose teachers to these views, and represent areas that should be further explored. Pre-service courses could be one way to provide 
teachers with experience and a repertoire of easy physical activities. 

Keywords: Physical activity, focus, teachers, perceptions, culture. 


Introduction 

Physical activity is a foundational component of 
maintaining health and wellbeing across the lifespan 
(World Health Organization (WHO), 2016). Regular 
physical activity is also a strategy to overcome the 
increasing rates of childhood obesity and associated 
morbidity (ParticipACTION, 2016). Debate surrounds the 
frequency of physical activity in schools. Advocates feel 
physical activity should be prioritized as integral to 
student learning due to the effects on the growth and 
development of school children (Khan & Hillman, 2014), 
and as a way of combatting increasingly sedentary 
lifestyles (ParticipACTION, 2016). Those opposing 
increasing physical activity in schools, view the reduction 
of time spent on academics as negative. Schools 
represent a convenient environment where children can 
be targeted for physical activity and exposure to 
physically active role models. Although teachers are 
challenged to meet all expectations, some teachers 
regularly prioritize physical activity in their classrooms. 
These teachers' perceptions should be understood and 
explored to highlight the benefits they perceive for their 
students. 


Childhood Physical Inactivity 

Physical inactivity is a leading risk factor of global 
mortality (WHO, 2016). Only 19.7% of 13-15 year olds 
worldwide meet the recommendation of 60 minutes daily 
of physical activity (Hallal et al., 2012). In Canada, 76% of 
5-17 year olds are sedentary for more than two hours 
daily through on screen time, and only 25% of children 
typically walk to school (ParticipACTION, 2016). There is a 
33% incidence of overweight 5-17 year olds (Roberts, 
Shields, de Groh, Aziz, & Gilbert, 2012), and they are at 
increased risk of remaining overweight or obese for life 
(Singh, Mulder, & Twisk, 2008). Physical inactivity is 
directly linked to "coronary heart disease, type 2 diabetes, 
and breast and colon cancers" (Lee et al., 2012, p. 1). 
Hence, increasing the physical activity levels of children 
has the potential to affect their health long term. 

Many people assume that in school, students receive 
adequate opportunities for physical activity during recess 
and physical education classes, but students can choose 
non-active options at recess, and physical education is 
often not provided daily (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2007; Maeda & Murata, 2004). To help 
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children combat the effects of inactivity, students can be 
provided opportunities for physical activity in their 
classrooms during lessons or as transitions between 
subjects. Increasing students' physical activity during each 
school day is an upstream approach to reducing inactivity 
and has important implications for student learning. 

Physical Activity and School Performance 

Physical activity should be promoted within schools 
because of the impact on students' growth and 
development and "improved learning and mental 
performance" (Cotman & Berchtold, 2002, p. 295). 
Researchers documented that physical activity has 
positive effects on students academic test scores 
(Donnelly & Lambourne, 2011; Erwin, Fedewa, & Ahn, 
2013; Hill et al., 2010; Hill, Williams, Aucott, Thomson, & 
Mon-Williams, 2011; Kibbe et al., 2011; Maeda & Randall, 
2003; Reed et al., 2010) and on task behaviors 
(Bartholomew &Jowers, 2011; Carlson et al., 2015; Kibbe 
et al., 2011; Mahar et al., 2006; Miramontez & Schwartz, 
2016). In a meta-analysis of 44 studies, Sibley and Etnier 
(2003) found a significantly positive relationship (effect 
size 0.32, p<.05) between physical activity and cognitive 
abilities of children. They noted that the strongest 
relationship between physical activity and cognition 
occurred for children aged 4-13 years (Sibley & Etnier, 
2003). They offered the possible explanation that "young 
children learn best when they are moving" (Sibley & 
Etnier, 2003, p. 252). Hillman, Erickson, and Kramer (2008) 
postulated that Sibley and Etniers' findings suggest that, 
"early intervention might be important for the 
improvement and/or maintenance of cognitive health and 
function throughout the adult lifespan" (p. 59). Hence, 
schools should act on the growing evidence that physical 
activity boosts students' early academic achievements. 

Elementary teachers spend 6-8 hours daily with their 
students, and thus represent students' best opportunity 
for physical activity and for improvements in learning, 
health, and an introduction to lifelong habits. Several 
studies have targeted teachers' perceptions of their use of 
physical activity (Cothran, Hodges-Kulinna, & Garn, 2010; 
Dinkel, Schaffer, Snyder, & Lee, 2017; Gately, Curtis, & 
Hardaker, 2013; Gibson et al, 2008; Howie, Newman- 
Norlund, & Pate, 2014; Maeda & Murata, 2004; Martin & 
Murtagh, 2015; McMullen, Kulinna & Cothran, 2014; 
Stylianou, Hodges-Kulinna, & Naiman, 2016). However, 
few studies have been done on teachers who self-initiate 
regular physical activity in their classrooms—independent 
of a specific program or study that is aimed to increase 
student activity levels. Teachers who have instigated and 
sustained their use of classroom physical activity in the 
classroom have valuable perceptions of their experiences. 
In addition, teachers' instigating physical activity 
independent of an intervention study or program 
implementation, represent a unique addition to the 
existing literature. Thus, their perceptions should be 
explored to promote similar practices. 

Methods 

Research Design 


The research question guiding this study was, "What are 
teachers' perceptions of the factors and processes that 
instigate and sustain their use of classroom physical 
activity?" We chose a qualitative approach to gain a rich 
understanding of teachers' experiences and perceptions 
of using physical activity in their classrooms. Grounded 
theory has no preconceived hypothesis and requires 
constant comparative analysis of the data. It uses 
"systematic, yet flexible guidelines for collecting and 
analyzing qualitative data" (Charmaz, 2014, p.1). We chose 
the constructivist approach to grounded theory methods 
to move beyond description and to understand the 
processes and actions behind the phenomenon of 
teachers instigating and sustaining physical activity 
(Charmaz, 2014). The constructivist methodology also 
allowed the principal investigator to acknowledge 
personal experience as a public health nurse practicing in 
schools (Charmaz, 2014). Interviews functioned as 
reflexive exchanges and co-constructions of 
understanding, whereby participants also gained 
increased understanding. 

Participants 

There were seven participants from seven different 
schools located across all quadrants of a western 
Canadian city. The city population was greater than 
1,000,000 people, and was comprised of 30% of visible 
minority groups (Statistics Canada, 2011). Four teachers 
taught in grades 1-3, two teachers taught grades 4-6, and 
one taught students in grades 1-6. Six teachers were 
female, one was male. Teachers had 4-24 years of 
teaching experience, two had graduate degrees, and their 
ages ranged from 23-50 years. All teachers were 
Caucasian but many commented on their awareness of 
diversity in their classrooms and the impact of school 
culture on physical activity levels of their students. 

The study was approved by the Conjoint Health Research 
Ethics Board and one of the city's school jurisdictions for 
research, which granted access to the participants. The 
inclusion criteria for teachers included: 1) teaching grades 
1-6 in the city school system, 2) representation from all 
quadrants of the city, 3) both primary division of grades 1 - 
3 and secondary division of grades 4-6, and 4) the self 
identification of regular use of classroom physical activity. 
Classroom physical activity was defined as any bodily 
movement requiring energy expenditure (WHO, 2014) for 
any amount time, in any setting (classroom, hallway, 
outside), as long as it was exclusive of physical education 
class or recess. Characteristics that excluded a teacher 
from acceptance into the study were those in an 
administrative role, a permanent physical education 
position, substitute teachers, or teacher's aides. To begin, 
we used purposive sampling to select participants. Once 
data collection was underway, we used theoretical 
sampling, based on the particular areas of relevance that 
required illuminating (Charmaz, 2014). To protect the 
anonymity of the participants, teachers will be referred to 
as PI -7 indicating the order that they were interviewed. 

Teachers were contacted in one of four ways. First, the 
Comprehensive School Health Lead emailed recruitment 
letters to Health Champions—likely candidates for 
interviews. Second, the primary researcher (CF) attended 
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two professional development sessions on physical 
activity. Third, colleagues aware of the study provided the 
contact information for participants willing to volunteer. 
Finally, recruitment emails were sent to principals and 
teachers with publicly available addresses from school 
websites. 

We used theoretical sampling to select participants based 
on the particular areas of relevance that required 
illuminating (Charmaz, 2014). We determined that 8-12 
teachers would be required to reach theoretical 
saturation, described as occurring when no new items are 
introduced (Charmaz, 2014). The number of participants 
was based on previous experience interviewing teachers, 
the number of teachers using classroom physical activity 
who might be available to interview, and the short time 
frame allowed by the school board to complete the 
interviews. A total of seven teachers were interviewed 
when theoretical saturation occurred. 

Procedures 

One investigator (CF) conducted all one on one interviews 
at the schools between January and April 2015. The semi- 
structured interviews lasted one hour and were organized 
with open-ended questions to establish the topic and 
allow participants the opportunity to highlight important 
beliefs (Charmaz, 2014). Two experts reviewed the 
interview guide, which was revised following their 
feedback. Samples of the open-ended questions included: 
"Please tell me how you started using physical activity in 
your classroom?"; "Can you describe a typical day where 
you would incorporate physical activity?"; "Please describe 
any supports that are in place that you feel encourage 
your use of physical activity?"; and "What has the 
response been from other teachers in your school?" The 
investigator used probing questions to clarify participants' 
meanings and definitions. Interview questions evolved in 
subsequent interviews based on areas that the 
investigator felt needed clarification or exploration. 

Data Analysis 

The primary investigator transcribed all interviews 
verbatim. We followed the levels of analysis as outlined by 
Charmaz (2014): initial coding, focused coding, and 
constant comparison. Each transcript was analyzed 
before a new participant was interviewed, allowing for an 
understanding of the data and the emergence of new 
themes and directions to be explored in the next 
interview (Charmaz, 2014). 

For the initial coding of the transcripts, we used line-by¬ 
line coding to fragment the data— emphasizing the action 
and choosing participants' words to represent salient 
concepts (Charmaz, 2014). We started using focus coding 
after four interviews, scrutinizing the initial codes for 
potential analytic categories, comparing data with data, 
codes with data, codes with codes, and then analyzing for 
conceptual usefulness and salience (Charmaz, 2014). We 
used the constant comparative method through each 
level of analysis, creating interactions between the data, 
the codes, the concepts, drawing on relevant literature, 
and discerning the connections between categories 
(Charmaz, 2014). Transcripts were compared, reread, re¬ 


coded, and compared for similarities and differences. A 
second investigator reviewed four transcripts and coding 
to confirm objectivity and fit for emergent codes. Memos 
were written throughout all processes, during the 
interviews, analysis, and documentation. Memo writing 
was integral to the analysis of concepts, clarifying the 
research process, and making clear the multiple 
influences, assumptions, and standpoints (Charmaz, 
2014). 

Findings 

Teachers spoke about three main themes when 
discussing their implementation of physical activity in 
their classrooms. First, their perception that students had 
improved focus on classroom work following a session of 
physical activity. Second, personal attributes such as: 
active lifestyles, previous experience using physical 
activity with children, and a pedagogical teaching 
approach prioritizing physical activity. Third, they 
perceived that belonging to a school with a culture of 
movement was important. 

Improved Student Focus 

Teachers reported that the impetus for inserting short 
sessions of physical activity was to focus students on their 
work. Teachers were attuned to a range of behaviors 
signaling that students were less focused, and indicating 
the necessity of a physical activity break. They described 
students as: "wired," "[having] unfocused energy," and 
causing "chaos," though unfocused students were also 
observed as "drifting off, [or] day dreaming." P7 was a 
grade (Gr.) two teacher who noted gender differences: 
"Girls...it's like passive disengagement, whereas boys tend 
to jump around a little more—it's more obvious [that the 
boys aren't paying attention]". PI (Gr. 5/6) described the 
value of a movement break, "if you take 10 minutes [for 
physical activity], the quality of learning you'll get 
afterwards is usually better..." 

When explaining why they used physical activity in the 
classroom, some teachers linked physical activity to their 
knowledge on self-regulation. While only some teachers 
were aware of the terminology, all teachers were aware 
that students had needs that required a response before 
learning could occur. Physical activity often met those 
needs. P7 (Gr. 2) recognized that often in her class, 
students asked to use the bathroom not because they 
needed to use the facilities, but because they needed to 
walk the hallway. P4 (Gr. 1/2) explained that it was her 
role to help students become aware of self-regulating 
behaviors. She explained, 

One of our dreams for this school is to have a cycle bike 
down in one of the mud rooms so they can just go and 
burn it off [their physical energy that was fueling an 
inappropriate action]. The ultimate goal is to get them to 
self-regulate, but young kids don't often know in the 
beginning... So we're setting it up... You're feeling this 
way—these are your options. You do it pro-actively , and 
then eventually they can start choosing it on their own. 

P6 (Gr. 5) related that she let students do their work lying 
on the carpet, at stand-up stations, or walking around. 
She stated, 
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I'm not bothered by you listening to your body and doing 
what you have to do in my classroom. So if that means 
you're lying on this carpet... As long as I see work 
happening at the same time. They [the students] learn 
they're not really chained to their desks in here... 

Hence, physical activity was not only used to focus 
students on their work, but also as an acceptable 
behavior in the classroom when students are learning to 
self-regulate. 

Teacher Attributes: Active Lifestyle 

All teachers reported a personal lifestyle choice that 
included physical activity, engaging in activities such as: 
hiking, biking, running, triathlon, swimming, walking, yoga, 
floor hockey, and basketball. They preferred an active 
lifestyle for: enjoyment, health maintenance, diagnoses 
requiring physical activity, and raising an active family. 
Teachers attributed value for themselves from physical 
activity, and some would participate with the students to 
derive the same benefits. PI (Gr. 5/6) commented, "I just 
know for myself that when you're sitting there for a long 
period of time... You need to get up and move and stretch 
or you start to lose your focus..." P4 (Gr. 1/2) stated, "I 
wish the same benefit [the ability to move] was given to 
me as an adult in a meeting." P2 (Gr. 1-6) stated, "When 
my [fitness] class is over, and I'm driving home I just feel 
like a new person. Yeah!! It's huge! So I always try to 
remember that! (laughing) You'll feel better when it's 
finished!" P5 (Gr. 3) stated, "I know that it [physical 
activity] makes me feel better... so that comes out in my 
class... [if students] get antsy, I can tell they need to move 
- [but] I don't know if that's the objective truth or if that's 
me [my interpretation]". Teachers who incorporate 
physical activity into their own lives may interpret that 
their students will feel better after an activity break. 

Teacher Attributes: Previous Experience 

Many teachers related their current classroom physical 
activity practices with previous jobs working with children. 
Previous employment that proved influential to their use 
of physical activity included: preschool teacher, lifeguard, 
camp counselor, drama leader, coach, and an adolescent 
group home leader. Teachers valued physical activity as 
an effective tool for initiating a change in mood, to instill 
enjoyment, and for fun. P3 (Gr. 2) explained her work with 
adolescents, "You know you're spending all day every day 
with them sometimes. And moving would provide them 
with a change of scenery, get the blood moving around... 
Just kind of change perspective sometimes... and so I 
think that stuck with me." Teachers explained that it was 
through previous employment opportunities where they 
gained a repertoire of easy activities. P5 (Gr. 3) illustrated 
her previous experience as a camp counselor, 

I would say because I had more experience in that area 
[physical activity], it was my go-to right? Like that's what I 
felt comfortable with... I look back at that experience [of 
being camp counselor] as being pretty instrumental. I use 
a lot of those games to get me through those lag 
moments now [as a teacher]... Like if I felt a lesson wasn't 
working and I would have had a positive experience with 
those activities from a camp... where I saw children enjoy 


themselves, and engage... and being present in the 
moment. 

Teachers chose physical activities from previous 
experiences that transferred easily into the classroom. 

Teacher Attributes: Pedagogical Approach 

Teachers described their pedagogical approach as 
different from other teachers. They conveyed the strong 
belief that physical activity was a necessary component to 
the day and intricately linked with children's learning. P7 
(Gr. 2) spoke of her frustration with peers who did not 
have the same philosophical approach to teaching, 

Yeah... I get... angry at some of my... coworkers because 
they're like, "Yeah, we didn't have time for gym today." 
And ...I don't know how they [the students] can function 
to be honest. Because with my kids... sometimes we have 
"gym" twice. Like sometimes we have afternoon recess... 
We do movement things in between... And if they missed 
- if they needed a movement break and they didn't get 
it... It doesn't matter what you think you're teaching them, 
they're not getting any of it... 

They explained that to meet the needs of their students 
they were less traditional in their approaches, more 
tolerant of noise and movement, and more flexible with 
their timetables than some of their peers. 

P2 (Gr. 1-6), P6 (Gr. 5), and P7 (Gr. 2) also believed that 
students should not be expected to sit for long periods of 
time, with the theory that children learned better with 
movement. P2 (Gr. 1-6) illustrated using movement as a 
teaching tool, 

So I'm teaching them rhythm, but I'm getting them to feel 
it with their bodies...movement helps them internalize 
their learning. So I try and do things like that... to pull in 
those kids who don't necessarily get it just from hearing it 
or seeing it. 

P7 (Gr. 2) had also researched physical activity as a 
strategy for language acquisition, citing two programs, 
"Lively Letters" (Lively Letters," n.d.) and the "Total Physical 
Response Technique" (Asher, 1969), which combine 
movement with words. She stated, "body movement is 
actually really, really important [for learning]". 

Organizational Element: School Culture of Movement 

The third element resonating with teachers was their 
perception of what the rest of the school staff were doing. 
At one point in their careers, P4 (Gr. 1/2), P5 (Gr. 3), and 
P6 (Gr. 5) had belonged to what they described as schools 
that had a culture of movement, because the school staff 
embraced a positive mindset towards physical activity. 
Schools that had a culture of movement had a strong 
influence on teachers to provide students with physical 
activity throughout the day. Teachers bought into the 
practice through administration and collegial support, 
peer observation, formalized discussions, mentoring, 
professional development, and the subsequent 
momentum, excitement, and engagement towards 
common goals. P5 (Gr. 3) described starting at a new 
school and her introduction to a whole school activity 
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where teachers did not have the option to decline 
participation. 

...the assistant principal said, "Bazinga!" on the intercom. 
And what that means is that every teacher must drop 
whatever they're doing and walk outside the classroom 
and into another random classroom... and we had to 
dance with the kids. So like that song Happy was playing! 
And the kids—they know what's happening and they're 
just waving at you! And you're like, I'm new here! I don't 
know any other classes! I just ended up in this grade two 
room, and the grade twos are so happy to dance with 
you! They don't know me! But they come over and started 
dancing and they're so excited!! And it gets you to know 
the other classrooms...! think culture's pretty big. I think 
role modeling's pretty big... 

P6 (Gr. 1/2) began her career at a school that embraced 
movement and had since worked at two different schools 
lacking the same whole school approach. She felt schools 
with a culture of movement had administration that 
supported teachers to share strategies and model easy 
games at meetings and professional development days. 
P5 (Gr. 3) spoke of gaining new physical activity ideas 
from other teachers, and when asked about the 
opportunity to observer her peers teaching, she 
responded, "We do [observe our peers teaching] because 
we're around each other all the time... We plan together." 
She further explained that as a new teacher starting at 
her school, she was immediately expected to share an 
idea for a classroom physical activity. At a staff meeting, 
she got up and said, 

OK, I think we need a brain break, I think we need to 
stand up." So [I] we would role model what you can do 
with your students - you do it with the staff... But it also 
feels good as an adult right? It was neat how we were 
allowed to use that time for hands on stuff that we could 
directly take to our classrooms. And then we did sit down 
and debrief... 

In contrast to the experiences of the teachers working at 
schools with a culture of movement, PI (Gr. 5/6), P2 (Gr. 
1-6), P3 (Gr. 2), and P7 (Gr. 2) described "teaching in 
isolation". When asked how their peers provided physical 
activity, PI (Gr. 5/6) replied, "I have no idea what the other 
teachers are doing." PI explained that teaching is often 
isolating— there may only be brief opportunities to glance 
into another teachers' classroom while walking down the 
hallway. Some teachers felt this was limiting to their use 
of physical activity, because staff generated excitement 
when working towards similar goals. 

Having a culture of movement makes expectations clear 
and provides supportive practices. For example, P5 (Gr. 3) 
explained that in her school, a "Fresh Air Break" was an 
afternoon outdoor recess occurring whenever it fit with 
the class schedule. The provision of the break was an 
expectation within the school, but the teacher was given 
the flexibility of how and when it would occur. In contrast 
to the cohesiveness at P5's school, was the isolated 
dynamic at P7's (Gr. 2) school. Through experimentation, 
P7 realized that her class worked better in the afternoons 
after they had an outdoor break. However, despite 
approval from her principal and confidence in her 


rationale, she still felt a discomfort that other teachers 
would question her practice. When there is a common 
culture towards physical activity, there is an awareness 
amongst teachers and support towards best practices. P5 
stated, "I think culture has a big part to do with it... [when] 
you see other people taking risks [such as trying new 
physical activity strategies], you're more likely to take risks 
like that". Teachers may perceive that having a school 
culture of movement is conducive to feeling supported in 
their practice, but is not a limiting factor. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to explore elementary 
teachers' perceptions of their self-initiated 
implementation of classroom physical activity. Three 
themes from the findings are important. First, teachers 
viewed physical activity as a benefit to their students 
primarily for improved focus on classroom activities. 
Second, common attributes amongst teachers were: 
active lifestyle, previous employment experience using 
physical activity with children, and a pedagogical 
approach prioritizing physical activity as important to the 
school day. The third finding was that teachers perceived 
that it was important for schools to have a culture of 
movement. These findings contribute to our knowledge of 
why some teachers may be more likely to perceive a 
benefit to their teaching time, and choose to initiate and 
sustain physical activity in their classrooms. 

Improved Student Focus 

In this study, when teachers noted that their students 
were lacking focus, they used physical activity to change 
the energy level in the classroom. Articulating a 
connection between improved student focus with 
physical activity is consistent with other research (Dinkel 
et al., 2017; Gately et al., 2013; Gibson et al, 2008, Martin 
& Murtagh, 2015; Stylianou et al., 2016). Orlick (2012) 
described focus as an essential skill for learning, 
distraction control, and mental readiness, but 
acknowledged that the skill is often expected and not 
taught. "If children learn to do this effectively [focus], they 
will gain a distinct advantage in... [all] pursuits..." (Orlick, 
1993, p. 91). Teachers who associate increased focus 
following physical activity may have learned to be more 
observant of this benefit. 

Two teachers linked their previous training on self¬ 
regulation with an ability to recognize when students 
needed to move in order to focus. Self-regulation is 
defined as an ability to control behavior and focus on the 
task at hand (Kuypers, 2011). School administration 
interested in promoting classroom physical activity should 
consider providing training on self-regulation, as 
researchers have recorded that some teachers expect 
that students' behavior will deteriorate if they introduce 
physical activity in the classroom (Gibson et al., 2008; 
Howie et al., 2014). In addition, some researchers noted 
that teachers did not link focus with physical activity 
(Cothran et al., 2010; Howie et al., 2014; Maeda & Murata, 
2004; McMullen et al., 2014). Hence, there may be 
valuable ways to promote classroom physical activity to 
teachers that emphasize the end result of student focus 
and enhanced uptake of their teaching. 
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Teacher Attributes: Active Lifestyle 

Teachers in this study led active lifestyles and valued the 
benefits of physical activity in their classrooms. They often 
participated with the students to serve as role models, 
and to gain the same benefits such as: improved mood, 
energy, and ability to focus. Teachers valuing physical 
activity and seeking ways to help benefit their students is 
a similar finding in other studies (Cothran et al., 2010; 
Dinkel et al., 2017; Howie et al., 2014; Stylianou et al., 
2016). More research could be focused on school wide 
wellness initiatives that target teachers—helping teachers 
become more active could increase feelings of wellbeing 
and an understanding of subsequent increased focus. 
Additionally, teachers' knowledge or experience with 
specific activities such as yoga and running and their 
perceived efficacy in leading those activities in class 
should also be assessed. 

Teacher Attributes: Previous Experience 

Many teachers in this study drew from experiences using 
physical activity in previous employment positions. 
Teachers may draw from past experiences due to 
previous success (Guskey, 2002), and their perceived 
efficacy levels (Webster, Russ, Vazou, Goh, & Erwin, 2015). 
Guskey's (2002) model of The Process of Teacher Change, 
explained that teachers attribute value to new practices 
only after they experience successful implementation 
with their students. Additionally, Webster et al. (2015) 
stated that teachers' have higher efficacy levels related to 
physical activity after they have had success in the past. 
Therefore, pre-service education should prioritize 
teachers' practice using physical activity integrated with 
teaching so that teachers gain both experience and 
efficacy (Webster, Monsma, & Erwin, 2010). 

Teachers reported several values related to their 
experiences using physical activity: increased student 
focus, engagement, enjoyment, and changing the energy 
in the room. Researchers have found that teachers 
incorporate highly valued beliefs when they are influential 
on their teaching goals (Kulinna, Silverman, & Keating, 
2000). In other words, teachers may feel confident of their 
skills in using physical activity, but it is because of their 
teaching goals that they view the previous outcomes as 
valuable for the classroom. Brown (2010) stated that the 
addition of physical activity creates a sense of playfulness, 
which can be useful in the classroom when a change in a 
mood or energy level is warranted. Meyer and Turner 
(2006) suggested that teachers who could consistently 
provide “positive emotional experiences" (p. 377) 
contributed to students' engagement and motivation to 
learn. Teachers who observe the benefits of activity 
sessions on their students are more apt to value the time 
spent on those activities. 

Teacher Attributes: Pedagogical Approach 

Teachers described their teaching as being less traditional 
than their peers. Their pedagogical approach, which they 
defined as the theory of how best to teach, was the view 
that movement was a necessary strategy for effective 
teaching and learning. This is supported by other 
research where teachers using physical activity 


throughout the day felt they held different philosophical 
views than their peers who did not implement similar 
practices (Dinkel et al., 2017). 

While many agree that there is a mind-body connection, 
Wright (2000) argued that schools send the wrong 
message by separating physical activity from the 
classroom - as when physical activity is only provided in 
physical education classes. Teachers in this study 
reported integrating easy classroom activities such as: 
push ups, touching three walls, or running outside to the 
fence and back to the classroom. Cothran et al. (2010) 
stipulated from their study, that if the goal is to influence 
teachers to incorporate physical activity daily, then a 
focus should be made on educating about the body and 
brain learning link. Education on the body and brain 
connection could facilitate the necessary attention and 
increased comprehension towards how the two work 
together for interrelated benefits in the classroom. 

Organizational Element: School Culture of Movement 

Teachers identified that a school with a culture of 
movement is important for classroom physical activity 
implementation. School culture is a strong force that 
permeates expectations and shapes teachers' actions and 
conversations (Deal & Peterson, 1999). A school culture 
brings common goals, accountability, reinforcement, and 
transparency amongst teachers (Fullan, 2007), and is 
important when adapting to the distinct needs of the 
school (Brusseau & Hannon, 2015). Teachers working in 
schools with a culture of movement described a sense of 
priority to implementing activity within their classrooms. 
They described exposure to peer ideas by planning 
physical activity strategies together in staff meetings, and 
the subsequent momentum that ultimately impacts 
students who receive the benefits of their teachers' day to 
day learning and collegiality. Hence, they felt supported 
by administration and peers, and had a strong sense of 
mentorship, engagement, peer observation, and 
professional development which are factors identified in 
other studies as important for teachers incorporating 
activity breaks (Dinkel, Lee, & Schaffer, 2016; Dinkel et al., 
2017; Naylor, Macdonald, Zebedee, Reed, & McKay, 2006; 
Stylianou et al., 2016). Further research could differentiate 
between the value that teachers attribute to specific 
components such as peer observation, mentorship, and 
professional development for incorporating activity 
breaks. 

While all teachers identified that belonging to a school 
with a culture of movement is ideal, four teachers 
incorporated classroom physical activity despite teaching 
in isolation. Dembo and Gibson (1985) described “role 
performance invisibility" when teachers are unaware of 
their peers' practices. Ashton and Webb (1986) contended 
that teachers working in isolation have feelings of 
uncertainty and self-protection, which can stifle creative 
processes and taking risks with novel strategies. 
Therefore, teachers may value the role of the supportive 
school environment, but it may be teachers' attributes 
that play a larger role when initiating classroom physical 
activity. Vazou and Skrade (2014) concluded from their 
study of 15 teachers implementing an integrated 
movement program, that teachers' with more years of 
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teaching experience were more willing to incorporate 
non-academic content than newer teachers. Teachers 
new in their careers are often first concerned with 
survival and only later target their effects on students 
(Pataniczek & Isaacson, 1981). Further research could 
concentrate on the timing of a teacher employed in a 
school with a culture of movement. When teachers begin 
their careers, a school environment with a culture of 
movement may help expedite the process of 
incorporating physical activity, providing support, 
collegiality, and peer observation to the teacher who is 
developing new classroom strategies. 

Implications for Schools 

Our study targeted the perceptions of teachers who 
prioritized physical activity in their classrooms of their 
own accord. There may be different ways to influence 
teachers who do not have the same approaches to their 
teaching. Our study highlighted teacher approaches that 
should be further explored: promoting physical activity as 
a focusing agent for students, promoting teachers' 
personal activity levels, educating teachers on 
pedagogical approaches that prioritize physical activity, 
and establishing resources and support for whole school 
approaches for instituting a culture of movement. In 
addition, pre-service training should include physical 
activity integration so that teachers may begin their 
careers with experience using physical activity with 
children and a repertoire of easy activities and games 
from which to draw. With increasing research being 
directed at the academic benefits following physical 
activity sessions, increased efforts should be made to 
support the integration of best practices in the classroom. 

Strengths and Limitations 

Our findings should be contextualized within the 
strengths and limitations of this study. This was a small 
study and included interviews with only seven teachers 
who self-identified using physical activity in the 
classroom. Therefore, the results are subject to interview 
bias and social desirability. The teachers themselves were 
not ethnically diverse, so the findings may not be 
reflective of teachers who are more diverse in their ethnic 
backgrounds. Teachers interviewed included all 
quadrants of a large city, and included one male, which 
may be appropriate due to the larger number of female 
teachers employed in the elementary grades. Students, 
administrators, and parents were not interviewed, nor 
were teachers who did not use physical activity, which 
would have offered a broader perspective of physical 
activity in the classroom. Further research could target 
the themes highlighted in the results: targeting student 
focus, teacher knowledge on self-regulation, teacher 
attributes such as active lifestyles, previous experience 
with physical activity and children, pedagogical approach, 
and school culture prioritizing physical activity. Other 
research areas might include the impact of physical 
activity occurring outdoors compared to the classroom, 
and examining the differences between short sessions of 
high intensity physical activity compared to those only 
moderately raising the heart rate. These areas may show 
more efficient use of teaching time and appeal to some 
teachers. 


Conclusion 

In our study we explored elementary teachers' 
perceptions of their self-initiated use of classroom 
physical activity for the importance of promoting similar 
practices. The most compelling finding is that teachers 
observed students' increased ability to focus on their 
school-work following physical activity. Teachers 
unanimously advised that after observing the benefit of 
focus, they ensured to prioritize physical activity as a 
necessary component to their teaching. Given the 
evidence of value for students, more formal support and 
strategies for teachers should be pursued. 

Several strategies to promote classroom physical activity 
to other teachers should be considered. First, physical 
activity should be integral to teaching during the pre¬ 
service years. Teachers should graduate with a repertoire 
of easy to use physical activities to renew student energy 
and focus when behavioral cues such as sleepy or restless 
students are observed. Physical activity should be infused 
into the classroom throughout the day, not separated and 
provided only in physical education classes. If taught in 
this way, teachers would not have to think about adding 
in physical activity sessions, it would become intuitive. 
Second, schools should be encouraged, and provided the 
resources to create a culture of movement. 
Administrative support, formal discussions, peer 
mentorship, and sharing of physical activity strategies are 
deemed helpful by teachers to confidently implement 
physical activity in their classrooms. Finally, teachers can 
be taught about physical activity as a strategy for self¬ 
regulation, and learn the behavioral cues indicative of 
students lacking focus on their work. Training does not 
have to be complicated. Teachers in this study 
demonstrated that it is simple and easy physical activity 
used throughout the day that provided value and 
improved the classroom learning environment. 
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